CHAPTER VI
THE  TWO  CULTURES
up to the end of the eighteenth century, If not to the
period of the great famine—which is within living
memory—the two nations in Ireland were distinguished
by two languages. In certain parts of the old English
Pale, for Instance in County Wexford, English had
largely superseded Irish ; but speaking generally, the
old inhabitants of the island were Irish speaking.
They had been reduced to the condition of a peasantry
in a more servile state than that of any other in
Europe, because they had no secure tenure of the
land by which they lived ; and the number of well-to-
do Catholic shopkeepers, farmers, and middlemen (as
those were called who lived by taking farms and ;
subletting them in parcels) was comparatively very
small. Their literature was a peasant literature, rich
in folklore and in at least the scattered elements of
epic ; but they had made for themselves in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries a profusion'of folk-
song, partly love-poems, partly satirical, but deeply
stamped with a kind of allegoric nationalism. -It was". •
superficially Jacobite, but essentially Irish :• the
exiled chief over the water was the fairy prince, whose
return would deliver the beautiful but enslaved damsel ,
who was Ireland of the Aisling or Vision—a theme
interminably repeated.
This literature was familiar in the eighteenth
century to many of the Anglo-Irish landlord class who
were necessarily bilingual: there is evidence in many
songs that they were hospitable patrons of the needy
singers who made the songs. But for the Anglo-Irish
race Gaelic legend and poetry, which were the essential
expression of the older Irish nation, had only Interest
as a curiosity. Ireland of the Anglo-Irish began to
find expression of its own in Swift's writings: and
these were in their essence political. Swift's was the
greatest genius that ever applied itself to pamphleteer-
ing, and political satire in his hands became work of
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